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On the Need for More Uni formity in the 
Vernacular Names of Austra l ian Edible 
F ishes . 
B Y D A V I D G . S T E A D , 
Fisheries Branch, Chief Secretary's Department, New South Wales. 
THE student of fisheries in Australia is, when dealing with the economic 
fishes of this region, beset by many difficulties, not the least of which is 
the almost complete absence of any proper system in the vernacular 
nomenclature. This, unfortunatoly, is not restricted to any particular 
State , but obtains throughout the whole Commonwealth, being more 
pronounced of course in those parts in which little investigatory work 
ha6 been carried out. As a familiar instance, this want of system is 
responsible for two well-known food fishes, in the mother State, of 
widely different relationships—the one a Scorptenoid and the other a 
form of marine Porch—being both known under the terminal name of 
Rock-CW / while, going farther afield we find again that in each of 
three other States and New Zealand, fishes of quite different genera 
are known under this same name. In the case cited we have a number 
of distinct fishes known under the one common name, and as if t h a t 
were not troublesome enough, find that in a number of these States , 
and in New Zealand, the same important food-fish will often be known, 
and come prominently forward, under quite different names. Thus, 
if one desires to study, say, the fisheries statistics of any particular 
State in detail, he—unless armed with this knowledge—is liable to 
(and does in fact a t present in some instances) fall into serious error. 
Again, the investigator, who is aware of these dangers, is placed a t a 
serious disadvantage in endeavoring to impart to the people-at-large 
knowledge gained in regard to any one particular species; because 
they, not being familiar with the technical nomenclature (nor likely 
4 
to be so), focus their attention upon widely different species of fishes. 
This is nothing new. I t has been known and recognised by a few 
for a long time pas t ; and I have previously touched upon various 
aspects of i t in m y " Fishes of Australia " (1906) and " Edible Fishes 
of New South Wales " (1908). I t has to be recognised also (thdugh 
it does not improve the position) tha t such a condition of things is 
not peculiar to Australia (nor even to one group of animals); and 
t h a t i t is inevitable where the giving of common names to animals 
precedes any investigation by the naturalist . Wherever a fish or any 
other organism springs suddenly into prominence af ter being of no 
economic importance (and consequently known only by its technical 
name), i t is possible for a recognised authority to guide the people 
in their adoption of a suitable name. Even in the latter case he 
sometimes has, through special circumstances, to meet the fishing 
public in a kind of compromise. I was faced with a case of this na ture 
during a recent official inquiry into the Wostern Fisheries of New 
South Walos. I discovered* a fish in a number of the rivers in the 
Murray drainage area, which I subsequently found was generally 
familiar to a number of the river fishermen under the name of " Trout ." 
This fish, though closely allied to the Murray Cod, was very obviously 
distinct. I need not dwell upon the distinctive features here, however, 
as t h a t is boing dealt with elsewhere; suffice i t to say tha t its relation-
ship with the Murray Cod at once showed the ichthyological absurdity 
of such a name as Trout. Yet, because of its spotted appearance, I 
found by showing it to people who had never seen i t before—but 
who had caught Trout—that there was a tendency to a t once place 
it as " a kind of Trout ." I then proposed for this fish, and have since 
used, the title of " T rou t -Cod" (meaning Trout-like Cod), a name 
which is acceptable to those in close contact with the fish, while appeali-
ng to be a suitable natural one under the circumstances—-unsuitable, 
however, in one way, i t will be admit ted, inasmuch as the Murray 
Cod itself is not a Cod in the true sense of the word, nor is i t in any 
way allied to the European fish of tha t name. 
• Re-discororcd as it t u rns o u t ; .is t he re can be no doub t t ha t it is Caitolnau's long lost 
Oligorus mitchellx. 
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As I have said, the general looseness characterising the application 
of our common names is no t restricted to any one S t a t e ; bu t even 
within the bounds of an individual State one finds a t times, in localities 
quite close to one another , the same fish referred to under different 
names. 
I now propose to give a number of instances:—FIRST, of certain 
common names of Austral ian fishes with the various genera or species 
coming within the popular meaning of those names in various States 
or in New Zealand; to illustrate the great variety of fishes hnoum under 
one popular name, and SECOND, of certain species of fishes with their 
equivalent common names, to shoiv the number of different vernacular 
names given to the one species. 
Taking the first group I find among m a n y others the following 
good cases:— 
(1) Sea M u l l e t : 
Mugil dobida in New South Wales, Queensland, and Western 
Aust ra l ia ; Agonostomm fcrrsteri in Victoria and Tasmania . 
(2) Sand M u l l e t : 
Myxus dongatus in New South Wales, Mugil ddbula in Victoria 
and Tasmania . 
(3) Silver E e l : 
Murcenesox in New South Wales, CongromurcBna in Tasmania . 
(4) Ca t f i sh : 
As a terminal applied to Cnidoglanis, Copidoglanis, and 
Galeichthys (which are t rue catfishes) in New South Wales ; 
while in Tasmania and New Zealand i t is applied to a star-gazer, 
Kathetostoma. 
(5) J e w f l s h : 
Scicena in New South Wales, Corvina in Queensland, Glau-
cosotna in Western Australia. 
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(6) Silver Perch : 
Terayon ellipticus in New Soutli Wales, a species of Cheilo-
dactylus in Tasmania. 
(7) Butter F i s h : 
Ephippus in New South Wales, Scicena in South Australia, 
Pentapus in Western Australia, Coridodax in New Zealand. 
(8) Rock Cod: 
As a terminal applied in New South Wales to species of 
Epinephdus and Scorpcena and used in Victoria for'Physiculus 
(on the Murray River; in South Australia, apparently for Oligorus 
mitchdli), in Western Australia for Colpognathus, in Tasmania 
for Pseudophycis, while in New Zealand often applied to Para-
percis colias (Blue Cod). 
(9) Soldier F i s h : 
Amia fasciata in New South Wales, Pentaroge in Tasmania. 
(10) Silverbelly: 
Xystwma in New South Wales, Atherina in Tasmania. 
(11) Black B r e a m : 
Chrysophrys australis in New South Wales, Giretta tricuspidata 
(generally) in Tasmania. 
(12) Silver B r e a m : 
Occasionally Xystcema and Chrysophrys in New South Wales, 
Caranx georgianus in Victoria, Chrysophrys sarba in Western 
Australia. 
(13) Velvet F i s h : 
Aploactis in New South Wales, Iloloxenus in Tasmania. 
<14) Sweep: 
Scorpis in New South Wales, often Girella tricuspidata in 
Tasmania. 
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(15) K ing f l sh : 
Seriola in New South Wales, Sciarna iix Victoria ai d Western 
Australia (usually). 
The Jewfish of New South Wales is the Kingfish of Victoria, 
and it is a constant source of wonderment to most of the angling 
fraternity of Victoria when they read in the daily papers of 
the great sport to be had in the waters of New South Wales, in 
trolhng with an artificial bait (spinner usually) for the Kingfish ; 
as they know quite well that such methods would be of no 
avail in the capture of their " Kingfish." On the other hand, 
the New South Wales fishing folk also have some cause for 
wonderment when they read telegrams from Victoria stating, 
say, that a party of fishermen in the vicinity of the Gippsland 
Lakes entrance has made a big haul of 100 large Kingfish, 
which brought a high price in Melbourne markets. ' -Hey are 
surprised at such a fuss over a small number of a low-priced fish, 
because they are thinking of their own Kingfish, which may 
be taken, as they know, in immense shoals. One party of 
fishermen actually came to me last year after reading such an 
announcement, and asked me did I think it would pay to catch 
Kingfish in New South Wales waters to send to the Melbourne 
market. I told them " N o " ; that there were plenty of 
Kingfish in Victorian waters, but that they found themselves 
under the name of Yellowtail there. T h e y laughed, of course, 
and put it down to the other chap's ignorance, just as he would 
in thinking of the New South Wales names. Of course, in New 
South Wales the pelagic Seriola (a true ocean game-fish) is 
meant; and this is the Yellowtail of the Victorian (see No. 17). 
(16) Yellowtail : 
Tracliurus in New South Wales, Seriola in Victoria and 
Tasmania, a Terayon in Western Australia, while in New 
Zealand the name is sometimes given to Caranx georgianus. 
In speaking of the Kingfish (Seriola) in m y " Fishes of 
Australia," (p. 151), I referred to some of the names under 
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which it was known in various portions of its habitat, and said: 
" Coming nearer home, we find that, as in a number of other 
species, the application of two different names to the one form 
in the two principal States of the Commonwealth of Australia 
has given rise to a good deal of confusion. In Victoria it is 
usually known in the markets as ' Yel lowtai l ' (just occasionally 
being heard of as ' Sydney Kingfisli ' ) . Now the Kingfish 
grows to a length of about 6 feet, with a weight of about 100 lb., 
specimens of 4 feet in length being quite common ; while, as 
before stated, the length of the largest specimens of Yellowtail 
usually seen is about 12 or 13 inches, most people being only 
familiar with the younger stages up to about 6 or 7 inches; 
the surprise and derision then of a New South Wales fisherman— 
not armed with the facts as here stated—when hearing of the 
capture, along the Victorian Coast, of ' Yel lowtai l ' measuring 
i or 5 feet and weighing 50 or 60 lb., may well be imagined. 
The ' gentlemen of the rod ' are not famed for their veracity, 
and such a story as this would appear to the majority as quite 
inexcusable. Ye t this is only one of the smallest ot the many 
difficulties arising out of the misuse o l common names." 
Quite recently I read, in one of the principal Sydney daily 
papers, an account of the capture of a large number of " Yellow-
tail " (q.v.) on the Victorian Coast. They were of a large size. 
The size stated made most Sydney readers—who were thinking 
of their own little " Yellowtail "—incredulous, and I was asked 
repeatedly if I believed the account to be true. 
(17) Horse Mackere l : 
Sarda in New South Wales, Trachurus (New South Wales 
Yellowtail) in Victoria, Western Australia, Tasmania, and New 
Zealand, and Equula in Queensland. 
(18) Flathead: 
•Z'Wycepkalus in Australia, Notothenia in New Zealand. 
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(19) Black So le : 
Synaptura in New South. Wales, AmmotreLis (which is the 
Long-snouted Flounder of New South Wales) in Victoria and 
Tasmania. 
In addition to those given we have other names, like " Whitebait," 
" Sea Perch," and " Rockfish," which are in many cases cloaks of 
ignorance; and are applied indiscriminately to many species—often 
as a handy way of getting rid of a troublesome problem. 
Coming to the Second group, the following examples may be g iven :— 
(1) Gonorhynchus gonorhynchus: 
Beaked Salmon in New South. Wales (and Royal Natural 
History), Rat-fish in Western Australia, Sand Eel in Tasmania 
and New Zealand. 
(2) Atherina (of species): 
Hardyheads in New South Wales, Silverbellies in Tasmania. 
(3) Mugti dobtda: 
Sea Mullet of New South Wales, Queensland, and Western 
Australia (immature forms known as Hardgut Mullet in New 
South Wales, and as Mangrove Mullet in Queensland); Sand 
Mullet or Poddies in Victoria and Tasmania. 
(4) Agonostomus forsteri: 
Yellow-eye Mullet in New South Wales, Sea Mullet in Victoria, 
Swan River Pilchard in Western Australia, Sea Mullet or Estuary 
Mullet in Tasmania, Sea Mullet or Herring in New Zealand. 
(5) Seriolella bra/ma: 
Whario in New South Wales, Travale or Travelly in Victoria, 
Trevally or Travally in South Australia, Snotgall or Mackarel-
Trevally in Tasmania, Sea Bream, Warehou or Whario in 
New Zealand. 
(6) Girella trieuspidala : 
Blackfish in New South Wales, Ludrick (also Black Perch 
and Rock Perch) in Victoria, Black Bream (also Black Perch 
and sometimes Sweep) in Tasmania. 
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(7) Dindestee letvmi : 
Long-finned Pike in New South Walos, Pike or Skipjack in 
Victoria, Snook in South Australia, and Tasmanian Jack in 
Tasmania. 
(8) Scicena antarotica: 
Jewfish in New South Wales, Kingfish in Victoria, Western 
Australia, and Tasmania, Dewfish (often) in Queensland, Butter-
fish (or Mulloway) in South Australia. 
(9) Arripis trutta: 
Salmon in New South Walos, Salmon-Trout in Victoria, South 
Australia, and Western Australia (this term being restricted to 
the immature size only in New South Wales), Native Salmon 
in Tasmania, Kahawai (sometimes Native Salmon) in New 
Zealand. 
(10) Gheilodaotylus nlaoropterus : 
Jackass Fish in New South Walos, Silver Perch (or Bastard 
Dory) in Tasmania, Tarakihi in New Zealand. 
(11) Platax tew a : 
Dusky Batfish in New South Wales, Bandod Dory in Queens-
land. 
(12) S&riola lalandi : 
Kingfish in New South Wales, Yellowtail in Victoria. 1 
(13) Caranx georgianus : 
Trevally in New South Walos, Silver Bream in Victoria and 
South Australia, Skipjack (sometimes) in Western Australia, 
Silver Trevally in Tasmania. 
(14) Raehycentron canadus : 
Sergeant-fish in New South Wales, Flat-headed Yellowtail in 
Queensland. 
(15) Coryphama hippurus : 
Dolphin Fish in New South Wales, Golden Mackerel in Western 
Australia (according to an official list). 
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(16) Cyttvs australis : 
Silver Dory in New South Wales, Boar Fisli in New Zealand. 
(17) Ammotretis rostrata: 
Long-snouted Flounder in New South Wales, Sole or Black 
Sole in Victoria. 
(18) ScorjKsna omenta: 
Red Rock Cod in New South Wales, Little Gurnet in Western 
Australia. 
After perusing these lists surely little comment is necessary. It 
must be patent to all that this diversified nomenclature must be pro-
ductive of great confusion and can only be a great stumbling-block-
in the path of a better knowledge of Australian Fisheries. Up till a 
few years ago when intercommunication was not so frequent or so 
easy, and Australians were divided into more distinct bodies with 
their own separate aims, it was not a matter of such great moment ; 
but at the present, when the people of all of the States of Australia 
and New Zealand are devoting so much more attention to tlieir fishes 
and to fisheries questions, and have become so much more unified, 
it becomes of the greatest importance. 
Now we, in Australia, are sometimes charged with being " provincial," 
and I am afraid things like this may lend a certain amount of color 
to such accusations, more particularly when one finds certain identical 
fishes officially recorded on the printed schedules of various Australian 
Fisheries Departments under different names. 
The sooner this question is grappled with the less difficult will it be 
to deal with. The surest way of dealing with it will be for the various 
State Governments to officially devote more attention to the subject 
and to permanently appoint (where they have not already done so) 
competent men to study this and allied fisheries questions. These men 
would then form practically a kind of official permanent standing 
oommittee to watch over these matters. 
In this connection, and in conclusion, a word of warning is perhaps 
necessary, even to naturalists, in their selection of suitable common 
12 
names. Though many of these names have been originally given 
haphazard b y persons who were not familiar with the zoological affinities 
of the fishes, some 'of them have been applied by naturalists either as 
direct translations of the technical names or in reference to some 
apparent peculiarity in the^fish (seen at times in the preserved specimens 
only). In doing this the greatest care is necessary, and it should first 
be ascertained whether the fish may not already have a suitable common 
name among a section of the fisherfolk, and if not, that the vernacular 
rendering of the technical name does not fit more than one fish, or that 
the supposed peculiarity does not—as in some cases upon a larger 
acquaintance—apply to other fishes. I mention this only because we 
are at present suffering some inconvenience through sufficient care not 
having been exercised at times in the past. 
S y d n e y : W i l l i a m A p p l e g a t e O r . l l i c k , G o v e r n m e n t P r i n t e r — 1 9 1 1 . 

